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Duski: Backwards Benjamin

Backwards Benjamin
by Christina Duski
(English 1135)

T

he Curious Case of Benjamin Button is curious, indeed. It opens on a cold, dark hospital room
while a pre-hurricane storm rages outside the window. There is a dying woman, Daisy (Cate
Blanchett), in the bed, and her daughter (Julia Ormond) is taking care of her. Eventually,
Daisy asks her daughter to pick the diary up off of the nightstand and read it to her. The diary is the
autobiography of Benjamin Button (Brad Pitt) who is born into the body of an aged person, but with
the mental capacity of a young person. His father, terrified of the ―monster‖ that is his son, leaves
him on the steps of a New Orleans retirement home, where he is taken in by his surrogate mother,
Queenie (Taraji Henson). Not long into the diary‘s story we are introduced to a young Daisy, who
starts as a friend, and eventually becomes Benjamin‘s love interest. Through Benjamin‘s encounters
and experiences, Daisy is a constant presence, in thought if not always in person.
Although the general synopsis seems like a classic romance, director David Fincher defies
stereotypes by playing out the film over such an immense time frame, starting at the end of World
War I and ending in the present day. Many may compare this movie to Forrest Gump for that exact
reason, but what is not included are the in-your-face ―world is changing‖ headlines, the political
montages, or the stereotypical pop culture references that are so often associated with movies like
Gump or Mr. Holland’s Opus. The hints to the time frame are present; they are subtle enough to not
distract from the story, but noticeable enough to avoid confusion. Benjamin Button is not what one
would typically expect of the same director who created thrilling, mind-twisting, and sometimes gutwrenching films such as Se7en and Zodiac, but Fincher has managed to show his versatility and
talent with remarkable success.
Much of the credit for the success of this movie is due to the incredible collaboration of
Fincher and his longtime cinematographer, Claudio Miranda. From the time the movie begins until
the very last scene, we are taken on a rollercoaster of different color schemes, lighting techniques,
and imagery. This variety, however, does not distract from the unfolding story. It simply
compliments and enhances the plot in a way that few movies have achieved.
The colors in the hospital room are all blues, grays, and blacks, but when the story flashes
back to the times Benjamin and Daisy spent together, everything is in bright, vibrant color, but the
hues fade as time goes on. When Benjamin and Daisy meet around the age of 40 (somewhere in the
middle for their physical appearance), the colors are the most vivid because that‘s when the two were
most alive. When their love culminates in a passionate bedroom scene, everything around the couple
is glowing a deep, joyous, yellow. When Benjamin is getting old (in the mind, young in outward
appearance) and Daisy must begin to take care of him, all of the colors begin to fade dramatically.
Fincher and Miranda also use the color red to convey feelings of lust. When Daisy goes to dinner
with Benjamin and she is all about sex and passion, she‘s clad in a red dress and deep red lipstick.
Benjamin is wearing no red at all; he‘s falling in love, not lust. Similarly, when Benjamin leaves
home to go work on a tugboat, he‘s wearing a red shirt and Daisy is wearing a plain white dress. At
this point in the film, Benjamin is filled with desire for the scandalous lifestyle the tugboat captain
can provide for him, while Daisy is falling in love with him, telling him to write her from everywhere
he goes.
The lighting that was chosen for every scene in this movie was spot-on as well. Every time
we see Daisy her warmth and personality are glowing through her porcelain skin and radiant red hair.
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Even after she gets in a terrible accident and is scarred and bruised in the hospital, the light coming in
from the window reflects off of her hair and seems to brighten the room. As Benjamin leaves Daisy
and their one-year old daughter so that they can have a better life, it is no coincidence that everything
is essentially halved. Half of the sleeping baby‘s face is in the frame, half of Daisy‘s body is shown
in bed, and half of Benjamin‘s face is lit as he says his silent goodbyes to his family. Benjamin and
Daisy are each one half of a whole, and their daughter is a little bit of both of them. When
Benjamin‘s estranged father is dying, Benjamin takes him to a pier to watch the sunrise. At first, the
colors are all darker blues and blacks; his father regrets not having a meaningful relationship with his
only son. The sun rises, casting its rays over his and his father‘s faces. Just as the sun shines onto
them, Benjamin‘s father has an apparent epiphany as Benjamin (voice over) says, ―but when it comes
to an end, you have to let go.‖
This same pier comes back as a sort of motif in the film. A while after Benjamin encounters
Daisy frustrated and crying because she can‘t dance anymore, he walks out to meet her on the pier.
At first, the sun is in a position such that all of the missing planks and cracks in crevices in the pier
can be seen. When Daisy promises Benjamin that she‘ll never ―lose [herself] in self-pity again,‖ the
sun has moved and it washes out all of the imperfections of the pier. Another motif is the backwardsrunning clock. In one of the first scenes in the movie, there is a short story of a grief-stricken clock
maker who made a backwards-running clock, thinking that if time were to run backwards, his late
son would come back home from the war and would have never been killed. This clock obviously
becomes a symbol for Benjamin‘s life, and by association a symbol for Daisy‘s life. It is the last
thing we see before he is born, and during the scene that he dies, Daisy‘s voice tells us that the clock
was taken down. When Daisy dies at the end of the film, the water leaking into the place that the
clock was stored washes away the last remnants. We also see a hummingbird, a symbol of Benjamin
and Daisy‘s love. It is shown once when Benjamin has just survived an attack from German U-Boats,
and once more flying through the hurricane outside of Daisy‘s hospital window. They are constantly
together, and their love can weather any storm. In my opinion, neither the clock nor the hummingbird
are referenced enough for them to be very ―successful‖ motifs. They are easy to understand as
symbols if one looks closely enough, but the infrequency and inconsistency of their appearances
almost makes it seem as if they were haphazardly placed throughout the film.
Brad Pitt, Cate Blanchett, and Taraji Henson all did a phenomenal job of portraying their
characters in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button. The computer-generated images, make up, and
incredible technical work put in to make the actors grow old (young) was so convincing that it goes
almost unnoticed. It is partially due to this technology that the actors shine so brightly. The aging
process is so believable that it doesn‘t take away from anything that they do. Through every stage of
Benjamin‘s life, Brad Pitt plays it with precision. As a young (on the inside, old on the outside) child,
he plays around in a wheelchair and fiddles with toy soldiers. As Benjamin grows older and starts
developing muscle definition, there‘s a scene where he looks in the mirror and flexes and has the
most gleefully childish expression across his face. As a confused adolescent, he responds with
awkwardness to questions about his sexuality. Cate Blanchett‘s performance of Daisy is impeccable
as well. In the scene where she goes out to dinner with Benjamin, she talks and talks and talks about
dance, and you can see the passion in her eyes all the while. It almost makes you wonder if Blanchett
herself was a dancer. As for Taraji Henson, her loving depiction of Benjamin‘s mother makes you
feel like she‘s your mother. It was as if I could smell her floral perfume through the screen. All of the
main actors in Button achieved the highest level of acting, in my opinion. I forgot I was watching
actors who go home to their million dollar mansions after a long day at work; I thought I was
watching Benjamin and Daisy and Queenie (and the rest of the cast) live their lives.
The themes in Benjamin Button may be considered by some to be tired or overused, but the
way in which the story incorporates these themes makes them take on a whole new life. One such
theme is that nothing lasts, be it life, friendship, or youth. Everything must eventually come to an
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end. Benjamin and Daisy both know that they will grow old (or young) with time and eventually die.
From the opening sequence of the movie, with the storm outside growing stronger and more
ferocious, we as the viewers know that hurricane Katrina will soon come. Every time the film flashes
back to Daisy and her daughter in the hospital room, we know that the end is near. Daisy will soon
die; the storm will run its course and claim thousands of lives. The curious thing about Benjamin,
however, is that he essentially ages in reverse. His youthful mindset doesn‘t last, but his appearance
seems younger and younger every day. Daisy points out that Benjamin doesn‘t have ―even a wrinkle‖
while she ―gets more wrinkles every day.‖ It is, in fact, Benjamin‘s curious situation that helps
remind us that age is just a number. It‘s just a crease around the eyes or a different shade of hair
across the soul. Benjamin and Daisy‘s love, however, challenges this theme. At the height of their
romance, Daisy points out, ―Nothing lasts‖ and Benjamin states that ―some things last.‖ Indeed, even
at the end of the movie, while Benjamin is an infant cradled in Daisy‘s arms, he looks at her, and she
knows that their love never ended.
Another central key to this movie is the idea that it‘s never too late to do something new with
your life. Benjamin‘s situation made it easy for him to understand this concept and to show it to other
people. He could do whatever he wanted to do at whatever age; his body permitted him to do more,
in fact, as he got older, but that didn‘t change the fact that his soul was getting older. He showed
everyone that they could do what they want to do. By the end of the film, everyone Benjamin
touched took hold of his or her dreams. Daisy couldn‘t make it as a dancer, so she opened up a ballet
studio. A woman Benjamin had a short-lived affair with tried to become the first woman to swim the
English Channel, but failed. She tried again, and succeeded. Benjamin‘s father repaired his
relationship, if only momentarily, with his son. The heart of this theme culminates in a letter that
Benjamin wrote to his daughter, saying, ―For what it‘s worth, it is never too late, or in my case, to
early, to be whoever you want to be…‖
Alexandre Desplat composed the original musical score of Benjamin Button, and every song
is placed in the proper scene and with the correct combination of ambient noise. The music is fairly
generalized; there are minor notes at sad parts in the movie and happy major chords echoing through
all of Benjamin‘s triumphs. The sound mix took my breath away when Benjamin was waiting to see
Daisy at the hospital. The same music Daisy rehearsed with was playing in the background, with the
sound of a ticking stopwatch powering over it. The rendition of Scott Joplin‘s ―Bethane Waltz‖ is the
first song Benjamin learns to play on the piano. His teacher lets him know that it‘s not how well you
play, it‘s how you feel it. The waltz comes up several times in the movie, and each time its
resonating seventh chords and ragtime feeling leave a bittersweet mark on the viewer.
All in all, The Curious Case of Benjamin Button is a film with everlasting yet original themes
that can be discussed for generations to come. When I saw this movie in theatres, there was not a dry
eye in the house at the end, myself included. I believe that that‘s because no matter how bizarre
Benjamin‘s situation seems, people can relate to him. They realize by the end of the film that age is
just a number, that those laugh lines and hunched backs aren‘t just signs of old age; they‘re signs of a
life well-lived. And if they‘re too dense to figure that out, who doesn‘t want to believe in true
everlasting love? So I advise you to take a few hours out of your day and watch this film. It may be
almost three hours long, but at no point does it drag. Everything flows perfectly. Go find out just
what is so curious about Benjamin Button, and you might find out a little bit about yourself.
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